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ABSTRACT

Consulting Engineers must be able to communicate with the public

when their work, their project -- though designed for improvement --

suddenly becomes a public issue. More specifically when they have to

deal with news media in a climate of urgency.

Three types of crises are at issue: First, resentment and opposition

triggered by the announcement of a project; second, contract renegotiation

that reveals considerable added costs of a project; and third, the failure

of a structure, resulting in death or serious injury.

To handle these situations in relation to news media, the consulting

engineer has three important guidelines:

1. Don't e^ter the situation with a chip on your shoulder.

2. Remember, news media people are reasonable human beings.

3. Set up a specific procedure for dealing with the crisis.

As consulting engineers become more and more involved in critical

situations they should study daily and take appropriate action on these three

guidelines. This will better prepare them to meet these crises.
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COMMUNICATING IN A CRISIS

I wonder if you have ever considered the paradox that exists in

the world of engineering. •

Almost every day you create ideas and concepts and structures

and products that improve the general condition of society -- that take

us all another step forward on the road of progress.

Yet each step forward inevitably is accompanied by new problems,

new inconveniences, and sometimes even new dangers.

You design huge jet airports to better serve a mobile society --

but they disturb the peace of the neighborhood and create traffic con

gestion for miles around.

You design atomic power plants which might provide whole new

dimensions to civilized living -- yet hanging over these plants like a smog

is the general fear of a horrible catastrophe.

You design S-lane and 12-lane and 16-lane freeways so we can drive

our cars at 80 miles an hour -- and we kill more people with our cars than

we do with our wars.

You design new bridges and tunnels and sky scrapers and subways

and shopping centers and apartment houses and office buildings, so that

the rest of us can live better and work easier and travel more conveniently.
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But m order to do this you ask us to uproot our homes, and close

our businesses, and put up with a great deal of noise and a great deal of

dirt and dust, anci turn tne ctncr way v-nile our natural landscapes are

destroyeu, and you asx us to not get excitec. oecause our water and air

are sometimes a b*t more poiratea oecause of ail this activity.

This is the paradox of your profession. On the one hand, you

attack huge problems and solve them with daring and courage, with com

petence and a high degree of creativity. But on the other hand you create

problems that did not exist previously.

Now 1 fully recognize that it is easy to say -- and often, indeed,

accurate co say -- tnat tne prooiems created are tne "once oi tne accoiiTo-isn-

ment. If we want one, we must suffer with the other. Personally, I think

that that is usually a valid statement, but tnat's not tne point I want to make.

It seems to me that more and more your profession is being called

upon to explain, defend and justify these nprice tags. M It seems to me

that, more and more, society is becoming impatient with the side effects

of progress. You are well aware that there are many people who don;t want

industrial expansion -- who don't want more high-speed highways -- who

don't want bigger and taller buildings in our already congested urban areas.

And these people are quick to question -- quick to criticize -- quick

to demand explanations and justification for the new set of problems that arise

while the "old" problem is being resolved.
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have ail the information necessary.

I want to talk on this particular aspect of your communications

r::cuiremento because I suspect it's probably the aspect that worries you

doesn't, it should.
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How do you answer this reporter? What do you tell him? Should

you answer him at ail? Should you pass the buck and tell him to call some

one else? Should you try to get by with that classic; "No Comment11? Or

should you simply refuse to answer him at all?
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There's a great deal at stake here --on both sides. The reporter

is asking legitimate questions. The press has the duty and responsibility

to present as much information to the public as possible on this kind of

event. Regardless of the inconvenience to you, he is doing his proper

job.

You, on the other hand, have an equal responsibility to supply

answers that are adequate and accurate — and, hopefully, to do so in a

way that will properly protect your reputation and that of your client

(assuming a client is involved).

Three Types of Crises

Let's see how situations like this can be handled so that the re

sponsibilities of all concerned are fairly met. I can give you some

specific suggestions and specific procedures -- but I'll be happy if I do

nothing more than get you thinking about the necessity of being prepared

to meet these crisis situations.

First, let's take a quick lock at the kinds- of crises and contro

versies that might involve you.

In broad terms I see three kinds of crisis situations you might

have to deal with. In chronological order, the first might be when you

announce the start of a major project. Let!s say it's a major urban

development program. While you're stressing in your announcement the
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grandeur of the project and the significance it has for cne community,

other people are quick to see the negative aspects of the project. Som\

people will have to sell their homes, because they're nin the way."

Businessmen who have been advertising "Thirty years in the same

location" will have to relocate. For those who remain in cine area there

will be a long period of great inconvenience -- noise, dust, traltic jams,

heavy construction equipment rolling up and down streets where children

play.

Where you and your clients noped for and expected puo-ic support

and enthusiasm, there suddenly is a hare core of critics -- writing ^etters

to the newspapers, creating havoc at city council meetings witn tneir

petitions to cancel the project, forming picket lines, witn. saby carriages

to keep your trucks out of the neignoorhood, and so iorcm

If your opponents are numerous enougn, or vocai enougn, tney can

easily create an atmosphere in which you are suddenly villains r-- tne

euys who wear the black hats. If tlvis kind of opposition oe comes severe

enough, tne politicians may well decide to act against you --by stopping

the project, or by making you rework your plans in a way that might add

considerable cost.

That's one kind of crisis situation.

Another problem arises when, after the project is underway, you

find it necessary to renegotiate your contract. Let's say this project is

a new school --a new school in a community that may need the facility,

but doesn't have a lot of money to spend on schools.
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For any of a dozen good reasons, you find half-way through the

project that you have to make major changes in the design. This means

a whole new input of work on your part that you hadn't originally bargained

for -- additional studies, revised assessments, re-drawn blueprints,

and so forth. And when the new materials costs and construction costs

are added onto your increased fee, it develops that the new school will

suddenly cost a half million dollars more than was originally publicized.

Now comes a barrage of questions. Why were'nt tnese things

thought of in the first place? How could this situation change so dramatically

in just a few months? Why weren't these new ideas considered and decided

upon the first time around?

All of these questions, of course, imply a certain incompetence

on your part. So you've got to respond positively.

You've got to justify your decisions and do it in a way tnat will make

the community willing to spend the extra money.

For many engineers, this represents a crisis situation.

The third type of crisis, and the most dramatic, is the situation I

alluded to previously regarding the Ohio bridge collapse. This is the

situation in which your project literally fails -- either during construction,

or after completion. There may be injuries. There may be. deaths. There

certainly will be significant monetary losses involved. As I indicated

previously, this is the kind of situation in which you're likely to get that

telephone call in the middle of the night.
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Three General Guidelines

Now, how do we handle these situations. V/nat ar

to follow in dealing with these communications eri~vs.

+ tnmic tne re are tnree imoor jail*, ^uide^mes, w^v*. ^iey a»u 00

statea quite simpiy*

First, don't go into these situations witn a chip on your snouider.

Second, remember that most of the time most of tne news media

people you will be dealing with are reasonable people.

Third, set up within your organization a specific procedure ior

dealing with these crisis situations. In otner words, bv

Now let me comment briefly on the first two of ^r^^is

and at more length on the third.

Perhaos it is presumptions of me to even suggest tnat you might

be "carrying a chip on your shoulder" in some of your dealings with the

press. Yet I am sure there are times when that is truly the case, even

though you might well disguise your irritation. And no one can blame you

for being irritated as the result of constant calls and questions, at odd

hours, regarding ap. event that was completely beyond your control. If

there is some kind of trouble with your project, one of the persons most

directly effected is you, and it's not easy having outsiders npt only over

look that fact but imply that perhaps the trouble is due to bad judgment or

even incompetence on your part.

^; w..^e j ^..^.wc;j.a.i.AO^

^ ^ wr -. C- v C~ .*. «

/W^V*. ^-.^-.4.0 k
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Be that as it may, it's important that the attitude you present to

the press be one of cooperation and sincerity. We must recognize that,

like it or not, the press has the right to ask searching questions on an

issue that effects the public welfare. Let me quickly add that this right

does i>ot give press representatives the option of being rude or insulting

in their questioning -- and, in fact, few of them really are. When they

ask you for information about a project that has been put in the public

spotlight, they are doing exactly what they are supposed to be doing. In

most instances, the press will not be out to "get you,]1 unless you give

them reason to be suspicious because you are being querulous, reticent,

or uncooperative about answering their questions. And if, because of a

poor attitude on your part you get ii;to a fignt with your local media. I'll

give you 10 - I right now you111 lose.

An attitude on your part that is any less than cooperative can only

rebound to your detriment.

-, jr'ieas<

When you are in a trying situation, and fee., compelled to vent

your impatience and frustration, I think it might help to keep in mind that

most of the radio and newspaper and television people you might deal with

are essentially reasonable people. I don't really think the reporter who

calls you at 2 o'clock in the morning to ask why your bridge fell apart
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really expects you to provide him with a complete, detailed, authoritative

answer on tne spot. He xnows tne re has to be a tnorough investigation

Deiore ail uiie lacts can oe xr+own.

rie cails you secause ne wants to oroviue some statement irom

an authority; and he calls because he might possibly get some hint from

you as to where tne cause oi the trouoie nes. i-ma incidentally, n ue aid

not call you and at least give you a chance to make a statement, he would

be violating journalism's credo of objectivity.

A good reoorters1 training and instinct condition him to want to ,

present the facts in a situation, and he's reasonaole enougn to wait until

the £aqt$ really are available, if he feels you'll be honest with him.

There:s a pragmatic reason for this attitude -- and it would help

you to remember it. No newspaper wants to "shoot from the hip" and make wild

statements about the cause of a tragedy -- and then have to eat its own words

a few days later when an investigation proves something entirely different.

Tne media don't mind having you eat your words, but they don't like to

chew on their own.

When you're dealing with the press, if you will start with the

assumption that the people you are talking to are sensible, reasonable

people whose major concern is simply getting the true facts of the situation,

you'll be right most of the time.
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Be Prepared

My third guideline is that you be ; zed. And you can be pre

pared if you set up a procedure ir • :-ur organ, ""on for handling the situ

ations we are talking about. Let me give you some specific recommendations

as to how to go about doing this.

First, put one man in charge of your relations with the press.

Make him your official company spokesman. I say one man because if

there are two or three people with this responsibility, very often signals

get crossed and conxusion results. it s oetter to nave one man wno is

ciearly m cnarge oi a-.i matters dealing ivitn tne press, iceaiiy, tne man

you select as spoxesman snouid oe ac a nign enougn *evel in tne company tnat

ne can soeax lor tne company witn autnority. r^.e snouid oe articuiate ana

noiseo, and nave tne aoility to maintain nis composure uncer stress.

o»econd, maxe sure a-.i your employees, irom tne janitor on un,

xno\7 wno tnis man is and xnow tnat ne is tne only one autnorizea to ta-x

to tne oress. -riio. your emo-^oyees snou-d oe instructed to immediately ro-..er

to tnis one sooxesmuii a-Li ouescions chey ^^c- irom ns press*

'1'nird, make sure your spoxesman Knows the projects you have

underway, or at least the ones in which trouble is most likely to occur.

Coviously it doesn't do much good to have a spokesman who can only s'"ay

"Gee, I don't know much about that project. It's handled by another depart

ment. " Your man should be familiar enough with everything that's going

on so that he can comment intelligently and authoritatively about it.



Incidentally, it would be a good idea for your spokesman to have

with him at all times a list of .ames and home telephone numbers

of the key people engaged it particular project. fer not only to

other people in your firm but to the client people involved and to the other

engineers and construction people involved. If questions get down to real

specifics, he may well have to call on someone who has more depth know

ledge than he has, and he'll want to be able to reach him quickly.

Fourth, establish some ground rules for dealing with the press.

For example:

Don't make any statement to the press unless you know

it's true. No conjectures. No "as I recall. . . " No "I think

what we did was. . . " Know your facts before you speak.

Don't be pressured into making quick statements because

of the urgency of the moment -- such as at 2 o'clock in the

morning while you are still half asleep. In this position, your

answer should be something like this: "I just learned about

this event. I don't have the facts. I don't know what really

happened. Give me a chance to find out and I promise I'll

get back to you as quickly as possible."

Don't, in any way, refuse to answer. Simply postpone

your answer until you have something concrete to say,
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In any statement you make, remember the public interest.

The information you supply should be presented in such a way

that it is clear that you know and understand the public interest

— and that you are ready and willing to serve this interest.

In your statements, don't use professional jargon.

Explain things in terms the man on the street will understand.

If you have to use an occasional engineering term, explain it.

On the other hand, don't "talk down" to reporters. Don't

think they know absolutely nothing about construction or

engineering. Assume they have at least a general understanding

of the project involved; if they don't, they'll let you know quickly

enough.

Don't try to cover up. In any situation which is in the

public spotlight, the truth will out sooner or later. Better it

be sooner, and from you, rather than later from a source that

can prove or imply that you were dodging the facts the first

time around.

When you make a promise to a reporter, keep it. If you

tell him you'll call him back when you have more information

-- call him back. If you've promised him a personal interview

when things have quieted down a bit -- follow through. It is

particularly important in these situations to establish with the
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press that they can rely upon you -- that they can trust you.

Play square with them, and they'll remember it when they

write their news stories.

If you have a client involved in -cne situation, make sure

you have some arrangement for clearing things with him.

Obviously you don't want to say something for public consump

tion that could make your client look foolish.

When time and the situation permit, it would be wise

to have your statement checked by your own legal counsel.

That;s just self-protection. Hopefully, you're not saying

things that can be thrown right back at yon in a law suit. I

suggest, though, that you do not let your lawyers set policy

in this regard. Too often lawyers tend to be conservative

and close-mouthed in tight situations.

I thinx that these rules, and perhaps one or two others I haven;t

mentioned, are pretty basic and therefore applicable to just about any

situation in which you might become involved. On top of these you will

want to add some procedures and rules to fit your particular circumstances

-- and experience will dictate what these should be.

As I said before, I think the important thing here is that there be

a set, known procedure in your organization which can be followed when

trouble arises.
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Using Profession Counsel

It has been diplomatically suggested that I mention another approach

you can use in meeting these communications crises, and with ail due

humility, I will be happy to talk about it in the two or three minutes remain

ing. I refer to utilisation of public relations counsel to assist you in

these situations.

It is nay admittedly prejudiced opinion that public relations counselors

can provide a number of valuable services to consulting engineers^ as they
f •

do for any kind of client. But lest Xbe criticized for over-doing the com

mercial, I'h talk only about how a public relations agency might help you

deal with the specific kind of problem we're talking-about here -- communi

cation 111 a crisis.

Obviously, the most important thing an agency can do for yon in

these situations is to provide advice anc counsel. You'd nave someone jo

talk to who is knowledgeable about the basic problem involved -- communications,

I think this advice would be helpful to you in two basic ways. First, your pr

counsel would be intimately familiar with the techniques of communications.

Ke would know how to tell your side of zhe story in appropriately simple

language. He would know the best ways and means to get your story across

to hie various media you're dealing with. He would know how to write a

statement or a news release or a speech that would best present /our

argument. He would know the technical procedures for dealing with news

paper and radio and television reporters. Finally, in most cases he would
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nave personal contact with at leas's some of tae media oeoole involved,

and could use these contacts to your advantage.

m otner words3 your pr counsel would bring to the problem

special knowledge and experience in the same way that you as consultants

bring special knowledge and experience to bear to your clients1 problems.

The second advantage of outside counsel is that they can provide

an objective view of the situation. No matter how close a professional

or personal relationship you might have with your counsel, he still is not

as personally involved in the particular dilemna as you are. And being

somewhat removed from the immediacy of the situation, he might very

well see things more clearly and more dispassionately than you who are

intimately concerned.

In addition to being a paragon of cool wisdom, your counselor

would also be ready to roll up his sleeves and do some of the hard work

involved in dealing with the situation. He would immediately establish

contact with the press involved and maintain that contact regularly and

frequently during the whole period of crisis. He would help you and your

people research the facts of the situation. He would sit at his typewriter

and work out -- with you -- i^cie specific message or messages you want

to deliver. If an oral announcement or speech is necessary, he would work

with you in rehearsing the material so that you can deliver your message
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in a proper way. He'd plan the details involved in getting photographs

or other visual material that might help dramatize your message.

If the circumstances call for it he would arrange for personal

interviews between you and various media representatives. In some

cases he might advise a formal press conference -- and would carry out

all of the details necessary for this kind of presentation.

In these and other ways he would, in short, take from your

shoulders a large part of ine responsibility for dealing with ^e crisis.

The question of wnether your communications problems can best

be solved with the aid of outside counsel or 'through your own internal

enorts is a question tnat you certaiury must consider — ou* it is noj tne

major question.

The major question is whether or not you really need some kind

of ccmmunications plan for crises in the first place, it may Oe that you

have never before faced the necessity. If thatJs so, it may be that you have

been skillful and competent enough to avoid Zju.e problem, or it may be mat

you have just oeen p^am lucKy*

Regardless, I suggest that your past experience may not necessarily

be your future experience. It does seem to me that 'the opportunities for

you to become involved in a critical situation are increasing. If they are,

you are simply doing the smart thing by being prepared. I don't think it

|^ will take much effort or time to establish '^e procedure and few simple

ground-rules I've discussed.
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iz-s an effort that could repay you handsome dividends if or when

you become involved in a communications crisis.

# # # #


